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Memphis Scipreneur Challenge: Director’s Perspective 
 

 

The Memphis Scipreneur Challenge (MSC)  
 

MSC is an entrepreneurship-based competition organized by LifeSciTN’s Mid-South Academic 

Alliance in collaboration with the University of Memphis (UofM), University of Tennessee 

Health Science Center (UTHSC), and St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital (SJCRH). 

 

MCS is a 9-week training and outreach program that showcases STEM-related intellectual 

properties (IPs) being generated at Memphis’ premier research institutions and provides 

entrepreneurship training to students (undergraduate and graduate), postdoctoral fellows, and 

health professionals. The participating teams, comprised of research scientists, business students, 

clinicians, and mentors presented a business plan and competed to win prizes in a final pitch 

competition judged by the Memphis business community. 

 

 

Preview 
 

When asked if I’d consider becoming the new Executive Director of the Memphis Scipreneur 

Challenge, I recall contemplating my answer for hours wondering what difference I would make? 

 

Just a year ago, at the 3rd annual Memphis Scipreneur Challenge, I gave the winning presentation 

for our company, TL Biomedics. The company would specialize in providing long-term solutions 

for chronic disease, beginning with diabetes. The technology is a biodegradable polymer depot 

system that allows a slow release of a basal level of insulin for up to 14 days. We would provide a 

very competitive pricing compared to our closest competitors including those in clinical trials 

providing only up to 6 days of controlled insulin release. Our technology would more than double 

the length of slow release, making it a valuable product. 

 

It was NOT the technology that won the presentation but rather the presentation itself. 

 

Yes, the technology is great but I’m certain most would recall hearing a great idea from someone 

and when they start explaining or presenting their idea, you quickly lose interest. Or that one 

presentation you just can’t seem to forget because of how great it was. There is a difference 

between losing interest in someone’s presentation and wanting to know more. 

 

The difference is the research, the interviews, the surveys, the writing and editing of the executive 

summary, and the practice of the presentation multiple times. This includes going over the 

presentation with my business mentor (Ms. Elizabeth Lemmonds) and my team members many 

times and presenting to anyone interested because understanding your business and technology 

and practicing your presentation can’t be overemphasized. 
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Giving an effective presentation is an acquired skill 

 

From being nervous at my first public speaking to winning multiple presentation awards in 

science, community, and business events, one thing holds true--I applied all the critical 

presentation skills learned over the years from mentors, classes, favorite public speakers, and 

presentation resources. Presentation skills are true to business pitch regardless if it’s a scientific 

technology or not and confidently executing a well-organized template of pitch presentation will 

make all the difference. 

 

I hope each participant would come to understand that the 9-week MSC training outreach is not 

necessarily about building a scientific company or winning prizes but simply acquiring some 

presentation skills and knowledge that’s applicable to any type of entrepreneur idea/or pitch 

competition. I hope each participant would understand that participating in MSC is like owning a 

10% stock share in Amazon, only this investment is to themselves.  

 

Challenges from the beginning 

 

1.    Location 

 

The Memphis Bioworks was among MSC annual sponsors, providing space for our weekly 

seminar and for the final event. I assumed that the location wouldn’t be an issue until I came to 

find out closer to our kickoff that this organization would no longer operate in the building.  

 

While this news was very unfortunate and perhaps stressful, I quickly saw an opportunity to host 

each workshop at different resource locations, hoping to expose participants to Memphis 

entrepreneur resources centers (i.e. Epicenter, University of Memphis Research Park, CBU Center 

for Innovation, StartCo, LaunchPad, etc). Not surprising, everyone was supportive and willing to 

help host each workshop and provide free space for our event. 

 

It’s not surprising because this is Memphis, and Memphis takes care of each other…it’s a fact! 

 

2.    Sponsorship 

 

It is not surprising that we needed sponsorships since we were hosting an event that promised 

monetary prizes while providing food at each event. We started with less than 40% of our 

projected budget and spent 1/3 of that at our IP parade. While concerned and worried, I still 

believed Memphis takes care of each other and our sponsors would pull through. Nonetheless, we 

needed to spearhead additional funding campaigns.  

 

Credit to great teamwork, we raised more than 20% of our expected budget.  
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Monetary sponsors include; St. Jude Biomedical program and Technology Transfer Office, 

University of Tennessee Health Science Center Tech Transfer Office, Office of Research, 

Postdoctoral Office, College of Graduate Health, Memphis Epicenter, FedEx Institute of 

Technology and the University of Memphis, Memphis Medical District Collaborative. 

 

Other forms of sponsorships came from Sweetbio, Somavac, MiCare Path, Med Device 

Guru, Clear Function, UMRF, MRC-X, Sandler Training, Innova, CBU, and Start Co. 

 

Each of these sponsors was excited and eager to help.  Evidence that Memphis is truly a 

collaborative environment. 

 

3.    Participation 

 

We had over 50 people registered to attend the IP parade and 36 individuals wanting to 

participate. While it was exciting to exceed our expectations for participation, students with 

demanding courses and lab research began opting out due to lack of time to fully commit to the 

outreach program, forcing us to drop one of the 6 IPs.  

 

We had an exciting diverse group of participants that included undergraduate students, graduate 

students, postdoctoral fellows, health professionals (medical doctor/nurse), and visiting scholars.  

 

They were all excited to participate, eager to learn, and constantly interacting with guest speakers. 

Most had never participated in a pitch competition before and quickly saw the value of such an 

outreach program. 

 

The program began with an IP parade, which is when each scientific mentor presents his or her 

technological discovery as well as translational importance.  
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Dr. Hassan Almoazen (Ph.D.) presenting a collaborative scientific discovery that treats tooth 

erosion at the IP parade. 

 

After the IP parade, my team and I decided to let participants select their preferred technology. 

Previously, participants were randomly placed in their top three choices. We wanted to ensure 

each participant wanted to form a team around their preferred technology and have fun in the 

process. 

 

By the second week, each participant had selected their preference and were allowed to meet with 

their scientific mentors to ask further questions about the technology. They also met their business 

mentor. 
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Dr. Emilia Pinto going over her discovery with her team at the “Team Reveal” 

 

Workshops 

 

From the 3rd week until the 7th week, participants were expected to attend a weekly workshop 

from expert officials in business development, regulatory pathways, intellectual property, sales, 

investor strategy, and business pitch. 
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Leading up to the finale 
 

FedEx Institute of Technology (FIT) to the rescue! 

 

By the 5th week of training, we still weren’t able to secure a location for the final pitch. Worried 

about where we would host the final competition without spending a lot of money on space, Ryan 

Hughes confidently noted that FIT would be very supportive. Shortly after Ryan reached out to 

FIT, they not only agree to support us financially, but they also agreed to provide free space. 

Included in the deal was their willingness to help us coordinate food service from the Holiday Inn 

hotel and parking. 

 

I shouldn’t have to remind you that Memphis takes care of its own, right? Ok, great! 

 

As I was saying, FIT came through to help us coordinate the event set up and clean up, provide IT 

personnel, and anything else we needed. We were given the Methodist Presentation Theatre inside 

of FIT. This well-designed contemporary 70 max seating auditorium was perfect for an event like 

ours. 
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With just a week left to go, Mrs. Jessica Baker and Dr. Ryan Hughes stepped up to ensure orders,  

 

invoices, T-shirts, and frankly, everything else we needed would be ready, allowing me to spend 

more time reviewing participant’s presentation and meeting with them to go over their work. 

 

 

Just the night before the final event, I had spent over 7 hours with team members of Advanced 

Genetic Cancer Testing (AGC Testing) and Neuromed going over each slide in their presentation. 

I recall telling AGC Testing they’re poised to win it.  

 

How could I know? Simple--excellent teamwork, great enthusiasm, and constantly asking 

questions to guest speakers, interviewing licensing and IP experts, and meeting on multiple 

occasions with their business mentor Ms. Elizabeth Lemmonds at Epicenter (my business mentor 

when I won) and their scientific mentor Dr. Emilia Pinto from St Jude. Up to the night before their 

presentation, they had made at least 10 edits to their presentation. Yes, at least 10! Even while Dr. 

Nancy Bolous was in Mexico for a trip and Dr. Dongfang Li was at a Conference in Washington, 

Dr. Nikolai Fattakhov was meeting with me at UTHSC campus. Regardless of distance, they were 

constantly communicating with each other because they were curious and determined to show that 

their technology and company is highly valuable and deserves the first place. 

 

From the beginning, Dr. Bolous was going to present at the final pitch but Dr. Dongfang had her 

opportunity to pitch their company at the “How to Pitch” workshop organized and sponsored by 

Ryan Ramkhelawan and Start Co, then followed Dr. Fattakhov presenting a week before the final 

at the “Pitch Practice” event. This structure was exciting to me because each member would all 

gain the experience of presenting and there would be a twist at the final because who’s going to 

present at the final would remain a mystery with a planned presentation twist. 

 

On the other hand, Rui Wang, a Ph.D. student in the Pharmaceutical Science program at UTHSC 

was already nervous the night before the final. I tried assuring her that she would be fine, letting 

her know that nearly everyone who won a pitch competition started out nervous. Even at 12 p.m. 

on the day of the final event, Rui and I met to go over her corrected slides. I recall her asking, 

“What if I screw up?” and then proceed to ask if I would consider letting her present later as 

opposed to going first? The lineup for the final was already determined at the pitch practice (a 

week before), which was based on how well each presenter performed. I assured her that she 

would still come out accomplished because she would have gained the experience of public 

speaking, especially for a business pitch competition--an experience most of her peers do not 

have. I left hoping I mitigated her stress level and she would have the confidence to present 6 

hours later. 

 

The final hours 

 

My team and I were already at the FedEx Institute of Technology setting up, making sure 

everything was ready, wondering if people would show up considering COVID-19 development 

in the US. 
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To our surprised, we had more than the expected attendance with the room nearly packed! 

 

 
 

Dr. Ted Townsend (Chairman of Life Science Tennessee Executive Committee), started with a 

keynote message, followed by Dr. Stephen White (Director of St. Jude Biomedical Science 

Program and judge). 

 

Immediately after, Ms. Rui Wang (COO) went on stage to present. 
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Ms. Rui Wang explaining the market opportunity for Neuromed 

 

While presenting, Dr. Firouzeh, her scientific mentor, quietly whispered to me, “Oh she’s nervous” 

and you could tell she was nervous…but nonetheless, she would later come to win second place. 

 

Next in line was NeoSim, presented by Jonathan Spagnoli (Co-Inventor and a master’s student at 

UTHSC) 
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Mr. Spagnoli introducing NeoSim as the first company to provide the first life-saving 

Pericardiocentesis Trainer for Infants. 

 

 

Renamii was next on stage, with the CEO, Taylor Mayberry (Nurse at UTHSC), presenting. 
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Ms. Mayberry explaining how Renamii provides the best solution for tooth erosion by 

balancing the pH and re-mineralizing the tooth for stronger enamel. 
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Next on the lineup was AGC Testing, presented by its CEO, Dr. Nancy Bolous 

 

 

 
Dr. Nancy Bolous using the story of Angelina Jolie to emphasize the importance of cancer 

genetic testing that includes modifiers and not just mutated gene(s). 
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Last on the lineup was Biocad. Since the Biocad performance was the best during the pitch 

practice, they were allowed to decide when to present and rightfully so, decided to go last. 

 

 
Dr. Lindsay Hammack explaining formation of biofilms and how Biocad aim to effectively 

prevent catheter contamination, thereby reducing hospital acquired infections. 
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After the presentation was completed, judges deliberated for over 20 minutes and decided to give 

the following awards, 

 

 
Judges: Dr. Monica Jablonski (Dean of Postdoctoral office at UTHSC and Entrepreneur), 

James Bell (Founder of Medical Device Guru), Ryan Ramkhelawan (Director of 

Acceleration at Start Co), Dr. Stephen White (Director of St. Jude Biomedical Program), 

and Chris West (President of ZeroTo510) 

 

First  Advanced Genetic Cancer Testing (AGC Testing) 

Second  Neuromed 

Third  Biocad 
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Dr. Nikolai Fattakhov (Ph.D.), Dr. Dongfang Li (Ph.D.), Dr. Emilia Pinto 

(Inventor/Scientific Advisor), Dr. Nancy Bolous (MD), Ms. Elizabeth Lemmonds (Director 

of Talent and Curriculum at Epicenter Memphis/Business Mentor) 

http://www.memscichallenge.org/
mailto:memscichallege@gmail.com


Memphis Scipreneur Challenge 2020 

www.memscichallenge.org 

Email: memscichallege@gmail.com 

Telephone: (901) 233-2824 

 

 
Mr. Wei Su (Ph.D. Student), Ms. Rui Wang (Ph.D. Student), Dr. Sabri Firouzeh 

(Inventor/Scientific advisor), Mr. Josh Herwig (Co-Founder of Somavac/Business Mentor) 

 

The second-place prize for Neuromed was surprising since everyone was expecting Biocad to win 

first or second prize giving how well Dr. Lindsay Hammack (Ph.D.) performed during the pitch 

practice night. 

 

So yes, Rui was shocked the judges thought she did so well. 

 

Was it worth it spending several hours with AGC Testing and Neuromed the night before their 

presentation? Well, yes off course! 
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Dr. MD Munan Shaik (Ph.D.), Mr. Aaron Chakra, Dr. Lindsay Hammack (Ph.D.), Dr. 

Amber Jennings (Inventor/Scientific Advisor), Mr. David Mingle (Ph.D. Student), and Scott 

Laster (Co-Founder of MiCare Path/Business Mentor-Not Pictured) 

 

 

The People’s Choice award 

 

My team and I had been debating whether to give People’s Choice Award up until minutes before 

the presentation started. We wanted the audience to participate and we thought it would clear out 

any feelings of bias from the judges if the winner was to win the People’s Choice Award as well. 

We decided to go ahead to create the People’s Choice Award and provide an additional incentive 

for the winners. 

 

After passing out voting cards and counting scores, AGC Testing overwhelmingly won the 

People’s Choice Award. 

 

Personal shout out to AGC Testing for the incredible amount of devotion to learn and improve 

their company understanding and believing that moving forward, AGC Testing could be 

revolutionary. 
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Dr. Dongfang Li, Dr. Emilia Pinto, Dr. Farrahkov, Ms. Elizabeth Lemmonds, and Dr. Nancy 

Bolous 

 

While both NeoSim and Renamii did great and both companies truly have potential in their 

respective market space, they fell short despite their hard work. Regardless of the judges’ 

decision, each team won by participating and presenting, they won because this is an added stock 

value for themselves.  

 

At the end of the day, everyone is a winner! The event was a success! 

 

There are more stories to share. Stories of my interactions with Dr. Pinto, other mentors, 

organizers, individual participants, and many more. 

 

I wanted to do a sit down interview with the participants and everyone involved to get their 

perspective and discuss future directions; but due to the current health crisis, I decided to settle for 

a survey from the participants until things get back to normal.  

 

So, I sent out a survey asking participants their feedback of the outreach program. Below are a 

few responses: 
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What made you want to participate? 

 

“To learn skills and experience how to translate biotechnology into commercial product” 

 

“Interested in biotech start-ups” 

 

“I’m interested in boosting the social/economic value of scientific discoveries” 

 

“I wanted to get inspired by innovative groundbreaking scientific ideas and learn more about the 

business side of the science. Additionally, I was excited to meet other researchers and work with 

them in a team to build a project step by step.” 

 

What was your favorite part(s) of the 9-weeks training outreach? 

 

“The seminars were my favorite part because they were very informative. My two favorites 

patents and regulatory.” 

 

“The favorite parts: 1, learn the knowledge from speakers and interact with them; 2, enrich my 

knowledge in the new field both from scientific and business” 
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“Seminars were fantastic! “ 

 

“I really enjoyed the workshops I attended. They were very interesting and informative. Those 

were skills and knowledge I could take outside of just the parade.” 

 

“Getting to know people who share the same interest.” 

 

“I found the workshop about Intellectual Property by Dr Lakita particularly beneficial and 

practical.  Also, the pitch workshop by Ryan Ramkhelawan was very interesting and engaging. I 

loved having mentors who were very passionate and dedicated to guide the team and spend all the 

time needed to reach a consensus, after multiple debates. The final pitch event was elegant and 

well organized.” 

 

“Final pitch” 

 

 

What’s more exciting, is getting a random email from a participant that read: 

 

“I just wanted to take a moment to thank you for putting together such an interesting program. I 

have really enjoyed doing this program. I realize I am probably the youngest person there, but I 

didn’t feel out of place at all. At first, it was a bit daunting since I didn’t know as much biology 

and chemistry as the others but I still enjoyed the conversation and the exchange of ideas.  It has 

given me a new perspective on the power of science and technology.” 

 

 

Beginning with a Director’s perspective of the 2020 Memphis Scipreneur Challenge, I hope to 

share perspective of others involved in the near future.  

 

Stay tune to hear more from participants, mentors, organizers, judges, and sponsors! 

 

Please follow the link below for a tribute of our 9-weeks training program. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Up2kczVlmtE&feature=youtu.be 

 

Thanks to everyone who played a role in making 2020 Memphis Scipreneur Challenge event a 

great success! 

 

While the current health crisis has upended our daily activities and perhaps will greatly impact 

small businesses and derail the business growth in Memphis, I am confident we will get through 

this. 

 

To any business and organization impacted by COVID-19, please reach out to us if there’s any 

way we can help. 
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Be safe! 

 

Best regards, 

 

Chidi Zacheaus 

Executive Director of Memphis Scipreneur Challenge. 
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